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NELSON’S NAVY

INTRODUCTION

Despite the many celebrated victories of the British Army during the Napoleonic Wars, the role of the Royal Navy should never be overlooked. The ‘wooden walls’ formed the country’s first and most important line of defence, and ranged throughout the world to protect Britain’s trade-routes and in support of the land forces and overseas possessions. A verse of the poem John Bull’s Call to the Sailors by ‘Mr. Courteney’, published in The Gentleman’s Magazine in September 1803, could not have been more apposite:

‘Britannia, still flourish, exultingly smile,

Fam’d for valour and beauty’s sweet charms;

While navies victorious encircle your isle,

Rest in safety, nor dread vain alarms’.

Expenditure on the Royal Navy reflected its importance: between 1800 and 1812 it consumed between a quarter and a fifth of the nation’s entire annual budget, and only in 1813–15 did this slip to less than one-fifth. In 1800, when naval expenditure represented over one-third of the annual budget, it exceeded the sum spent on the army and at £12,619,000 represented some 46.75 per cent of the entire war effort, including subsidies to allied nations. Naval expenditure rose from £10,211,378 in 1803 to £20,058,412 in 1810, and remained reasonably constant until 1814, reaching a peak of £21,996,623 in 1813, inclusive of £6,568,320 spent on the victualling department, and £565,790 on the transport department.

This expenditure, and the professionalism, training and morale of the Royal Navy produced a service superior to that of any other maritime nation. Statistics published in 1839, relating to the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, record that 1,209 enemy vessels were sunk or captured as against 166 British, of which the comparative figures for ships of the line were 167:7, and frigates 323:27. Against France the statistics of capital ships (50 guns or more) are even more remarkable: the French navy lost some 90 ships, whereas only one British ship of a similar nature was captured and not recovered.
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Of the various types of combat fought by the Royal Navy, the most famous – but rarest – was the ‘fleet action’, a pitched battle fought at close range, as in this depiction of the ‘Glorious First of June’. (Engraving by A. Le Petit after P.J. De Loutherbourg)
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Much more common than the fleet action was the single-ship combat, often between frigates, as in this print of the capture of the French 40-gunner Didon by Capt. Thomas Baker of the 36-gun HMS Phoenix, off Cape Finisterre on 10 August 1805: a typically ferocious, three-hour battle fought at never more than pistol range.
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A typical ‘boat action’: Lieut. Edward Nicholls RM and 13 seamen and marines from the frigate Blanche capture a French cutter off San Domingo in November 1803, for which Nicholls received a sword from Lloyd’s Patriotic Fund. The marines are clearly recognizable by their shoulder belts and ‘round hats’.

Major ‘fleet actions’ were few, and after the virtual annihilation of a Franco-Spanish fleet at Trafalgar in 1805 opposing navies avoided the chance of a pitched battle, despite the fact that Napoleon endeavoured to construct a fleet capable of rivalling that of Britain. The great sea battles formed only a small part of the navy’s duty, however; much of the most bitter fighting occurred in smaller actions, often between single ships, and in ‘boat actions’ and landings when the crews of Royal Navy vessels attacked French ships in harbour and shore installations. (Although it is difficult to classify some of the smaller actions, when the Naval General Service Medal was issued in 1848, of 231 authorized clasps, only some 17 (plus three for post-Napoleonic battles) were for what might be termed fleet actions; about 140 were awarded for single-ship or small squadron actions, about 60 for boat actions, and about 15 for shore actions.)

Napoleon’s attempt to wreck British commerce by his ‘Continental System’—which sought to deny Britain access to European ports—failed completely (British exports dropped only 7 per cent in 1807, and in the following year increased by 27 per cent). By contrast, the British naval blockade of French-controlled ports virtually extinguished French overseas trade, so that by 1812–13 foreign commerce represented only 5.3 per cent of the total produce of Napoleon’s empire.

Equally significant was the Royal Navy’s offensive role, both in frustrating Napoleon’s plans by the major naval battles (Aboukir Bay effectively decided the fate of the Egyptian campaign, and Copenhagen caused the collapse of the ‘Armed Neutrality of the North’), and in supporting the army: no land campaign could have been undertaken or resupplied without the Royal Navy’s uninterrupted control of the sea-lanes. In 1803, observing the agitation of a royal musician as a seaman carried his precious musical instrument, King George III remarked that there was no need for concern, as ‘every thing is safe in the hands of a British seaman’; it was an appropriate comment upon the Royal Navy in general in the years of the ‘Great War’ against France.

Ships

Although this book concentrates upon the personnel of the Royal Navy, brief details of the ships are necessary. Excluding the smallest vessels—sloops, brigs, gunboats and hired coastal vessels—naval ships were classified or ‘rated’ according to the number of ports or ‘perforations’ through which a gun could be fired: thus a ship with its guns removed to act as a storeship or transport (said to be ‘en flûte’) retained its original rating. The actual number of guns on a warship often exceeded the ‘rating’, as carronades (short-barrelled, large-bore guns used at close range) did not normally count towards a ship’s rating; but exceptions included the 50-gunner Glatton which was armed experimentally with nothing but carronades. Ships of the line were the two- and three-decked 1st–4th rates, the 3rd rate 74-gunner being the most common; the 64- and especially 50-gunners were considerably weaker and not ideal for service in the line-of-battle. The smaller vessels included frigates (generally 32- to 44-gun 5th rates), 6th rates and sloops. Although there were variations, the accompanying Table A (from The Bombardier and Pocket Gunner, R.W. Adye, London 1802) is a reasonable guide.

Although most ships were built at home, many (often superior) captured vessels were taken into service, often without a change of name: hence the use of foreign names like Salvador del Mundo (Spanish 112-gunner captured at St. Vincent); Tre Kronen and Christian VII (Danish 74 and 80 respectively, captured at Copenhagen in 1807); Ca Ira (French 80-gunner captured in 1795 and accidentally burned in 1796); Rivoli and Marengo (French 74 and 80 captured in 1812 and 1806 respectively). Ships might remain in service for generations: the 84-gunner Royal William, which served as a guardship from c.1790, was originally the 100-gunner Prince of 1670, rebuilt twice and renamed, and into its fifteenth decade of service when finally broken up in 1813.


Table A: Rating of Royal Navy Vessels, 1802



	Rate
	Gun-rating and actual ordnance
	Carronades
	Seamen



	1st
	100 (28 × 42pdr., 28 × 24pdr., 30 × 12pdr., 18 × 6pdr.)
	2 × 32pdr., 6 × 24pdr.
	875



	2nd
	98 (28 × 32pdr., 30 × 18pdr., 40 × 12pdr.)
	2 × 32pdr., 6 × 18pdr.
	750



	3rd
	80 (26 × 32pdr., 26 × 18pdr., 24 × 9pdr., 4 × 6 pdr.)
	2 × 32pdr., 6 × 18pdr.
	650



	3rd
	74 (28 × 32pdr., 28 × 18pdr. 18 × 9pdr.)
	2 × 32pdr., 6 × 18pdr.,
	650



	3rd
	70 (28 × 32pdr., 28 × 18pdr., 14 × 9pdr.)
	2 × 32pdr., 6 × 18pdr.
	650



	3rd
	64 (26 × 24pdr., 26 × 18pdr., 12 × 9pdr.)
	2 × 24 pdr., 6 × 18pdr.
	650



	4th
	50 (22 × 24pdr., 22 × 12pdr., 6 × 6pdr.)
	6 × 24 pdr., 6 × 12pdr.
	420



	5th
	44 (20 × 18pdr., 22 × 12pdr., 8 × 9pdr.)
	              8 × 18pdr.
	300



	5th
	36 (26 × 18pdr., 2 × 12pdr., 8 × 9pdr.)
	              8 × 32pdr.
	300



	5th
	32 (26 × 12pdr., 6 × 6pdr.)
	              6 × 24pdr.
	300



	6th
	28 (24 × 9pdr., 4 × 6pdr.)
	              6 × 24pdr.
	200



	6th
	24 (22 × 9pdr., 2 × 6pdr.)
	2 × 24pdr., 6 × 18pdr.
	200



	6th
	20 (20 × 9pdr.)
	              8 × 12pdr.
	200



	Sloop
	18 (18 × 6pdr.)
	              8 × 12pdr.
	125




 

(In practice, the 42-pdr. guns had been replaced by the more convenient 32-pdr.)

Marines were allocated to ships’ companies at a rate of one per gun, plus: a captain and three subalterns for 74-gunners and above; a captain and two subalterns for a 64-gunner; two lieutenants for a 50-gunner; one subaltern for a 20 to 44-gunner; for a sloop, a sergeant was in command.




Table B: Royal Navy Dispositions, 1 July 1805



	In commission
	Ships of the line
	44–50 gunners
	Frigates
	Sloops etc.



	In port
	14
	  5
	21
	  80



	English & Irish Channels
	36
	  1
	30
	111



	Downs & North Sea
	  8
	  7
	13
	132



	West Indies and en route
	17
	  –
	19
	   29



	Jamaica
	  2
	  –
	10
	   25



	America, Newfoundland
	  –
	  2
	  6
	   16



	East Indies and en route
	  8
	  3
	10
	     7



	African coast
	  –
	  –
	  2
	     1



	Spain, Portugal, Gibraltar
	  7
	  –
	  4
	     5



	Mediterranean
	  1
	  –
	13
	   12



	Hospital and prison ships
	15
	  1
	  1
	     –



	Guard ships
	  3
	  2
	  4
	     –



	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



	Not in commission
	 
	 
	 
	 



	Receiving ships
	  6
	  4
	  7
	     1



	Repairing
	23
	  5
	21
	     6



	In ordinary (laid-up)
	21
	10
	20
	   15



	Building
	16
	  –
	15
	   27




 

A list of ships in commission in January 1806 provides details of the smaller vessels: 130 sloops (14–18 guns), 15 bomb-ketches (8 guns, 2 mortars), 1 fire-ship (14 guns), 101 gun-brigs (10–14 guns), 59 cutters (4–14 guns), and 52 troop- and store-ships; not including hired armed vessels for the protection of coastal trade.



Statistics published in 1803 exemplify the immense amount of material required for an 80-gunner: 1,600 tons of wood, 168 tons of guns, 51 tons of ammunition, 32 tons of cable, over 30 tons of rigging, 14 tons of sails, and 8 tons of paint and tar. Oak was the principal hull timber, although teak used for ships built at Bombay and cedar used at Bermuda were good substitutes; but softwoods used experimentally because of shortages had no durability. In 1811 it was estimated that the construction of a 74-gunner would consume 50 acres of forest if the trees were planted 33 feet apart, and thus tree-planting was encouraged to ensure availability of timber for the future: between 1803 and 1809, for example, Lord Mansfield planted some 96,000 oaks at Scone, for which patriotic act he received the gold medal of the Society of Arts.
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The national security provided by the Royal Navy’s ‘wooden walls’ is epitomized by the design of this halfpenny token issued by the Deptford ironmonger Thomas D. Haycraft, whose initials appear below the date ‘1795’.

To illustrate the number of ships in commission at any one time, Table B shows the navy’s disposition on 1 July 1805.


THE OFFICERS

The navy’s entire administration was conducted by the Board of Admiralty, a staff of less than 60. The seven Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty were headed by the First Lord (usually a politician) and the First Professional Lord, a distinguished senior officer. Usually only one of these would be present to attend to routine business, and all but the most important orders (requiring the signatures of three board members) were issued by the Board Secretary, the chief civil servant. The administration was remarkably efficient, although the problem of communication gave admirals commanding overseas stations a degree of independence.

Before an officer could be commissioned he had to pass a seamanship examination, which could not be taken until the candidate had spent six years at sea, at least two in the rank of midshipman or master’s mate. An aspirant officer could go to sea at a very early age as a ‘volunteer’ or captain’s servant; and as a captain had total control over whom he took, such boys were usually the offspring of his relations or friends. Thus, ‘patronage’ was dominant from the very beginning, and continued through all levels, an admiral favouring or promoting his own followers or ‘family’ over those of another, although favours might be exchanged between admirals. Although this system had obvious potential for abuse, it worked surprisingly well, and the influence of such ‘interest’ was admitted openly. Thus, when Nelson’s older brother Maurice died in 1801 while a secretary to the Navy Board his obituary noted that he ‘was on the point of receiving, from the justice and liberality of ministers, an appointment suitable to his near consanguinity to the Hero of the Nile, and to his own individual merit’.
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Comparatively few of Nelson’s ‘wooden walls’ survived to the era of photography. This is a somewhat unusual view of HMS Victory firing her guns; the venerable first-rate 100-gunner was not dry-docked at Portsmouth until 1922.

In a typical case, Basil Hall remarked that ‘having no particular pretensions on aristocratic, or, indeed, on any other grounds, I saw no hope of advancement, except by getting on the list of some admiral on a foreign station’; in the event, he owed his commission to his father’s support for Marquis Wellesley in Parliament, at a time when the Secretary of the Admiralty was William Wellesley Pole. Hall stated that the patronage system caused its beneficiaries to be doubly zealous in their conduct to justify their appointments, but it also caused worthy officers without influence to remain unemployed or unpromoted. For example, at his death in October 1807 Thomas Moody was at 93 one of the oldest lieutenants on the list; a protégé of Admiral Sir Charles Knowles, he had no further employment after that admiral retired in 1757. Charles Marshall, a lieutenant from 1759, held that rank for 45 years, ‘with a most unblemished character for courage and professional skill’, but retired after ‘the daily mortification of seeing his juniors promoted over him’. John De la Touche, who died in
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